In fact, this book has a different subject. Duffin does not like ET and the book was written to justify this opinion. I might respond by saying, "then just do not use it yourself, and ignore the undiscerning majority that is obviously happy with it." The author, however, sees it as his duty to inform that majority that they are on the wrong path. Duffin accomplishes this task in ten chapters of approximately ten to fifteen pages each, following a rough historical order. After two chapters that provide a brief outline of the theory and problems of tuning and intonation, eight chapters follow that deal with specific aspects of those subjects, always associated with a number of authorities. Chapter Three, for example, discusses ideas promoted by Peter Prelleur, Pier Francesco Tosi, Leopold Mozart, and Johann Joachim Quantz concerning large and small semitones used in non-keyboard tuning. Chapter Eight discusses violin intonation that deviates from ET with reference to statements by Joseph Joachim, Pablo de Sarasate, and Alphonse Blondel.
All of the chapters have a common message: that there are countless, alternative options to ET as far as tuning, temperament, or intonation are concerned. I couldn't agree more. And it is certainly true, too, that when tuners or musicians say they are applying ET, the result probably is at least a little imperfect, if not only because of the inherent inaccuracy of the tuning process or of the conditions in which the instruments are used. There is no string quartet that performs all of its music in strict ET. In general, I do not believe that music produced on instruments without fixed tuning (including the wind instruments) can follow ET or any other prescribed system--a belief universally confirmed by empirical intonation studies. It is fortunate that such is the case, because the notes are produced for our ears, not for measurement equipment. Viewed from this point of view, ET cannot have Ruined Harmony, by the simple fact that it does not exist in musical practice. Any prescriptive theorizing in this field is hampered by the fact that there is no just or standard intonation for the most often used melodic intervals, the major and minor seconds. Practical intonation is always the result of compromise between melodic and harmonic requirements, which themselves involve compromise.
Duffin's book seems to be based on two mutually exclusive points of departure. On the one hand, he maintains that several, if not most, great composers of the past (including at least Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, and Brahms) favored tunings other than ET. In accordance with this, he quotes a continuous stream of references to non-ET intonation throughout the history of music, from the eighteenth century to the present day. On the other hand, Duffin maintains that ET is used universally and that we should drop it in favor of other, flexible systems. It seems to me that both positions cannot be true at the same time.
There are more problems. A tuning system is not normally a specified aspect of a musical composition; there are very few works that describe the tuning to be used in performance. I believe, therefore, that in performance the tuning system used must not be the focus of attention or be perceived as an entity unto itself. The music should simply sound in tune, whatever tuning has been applied. That is all. If one can 'hear' the tuning, something is wrong. If the tuning is unequal, it will make some chords and tonalities sound different from others. Some will sound better than average, others less so. Does the music justify that? And will the public know (and accept) that parts of the performance sound less in tune than others, or at least different? In performance, a tuning system must, I believe, be a 'hidden' factor. Musicians should tune their music according to its own requirements.
A problem with Duffin's book is that it alleges there to be an opposition between ET and non-ET that I believe is unjustifiable. One cannot divide the world in two halves, half with ET and half without. Given the incompatible goals of simultaneously tuning well intervals with a factor 3 in their basic ratios (the fifth, etc.) and those with a factor 5 (the major third, etc.), there is a myriad of possibilities for a satisfactory tuning system. ET is one possibility, and through its particular properties it has become (and rightly so) what one might call a reference system, a model. As even Duffin is willing to concede, ET is a system that places all conceivable notes in a very simple grid. Teaching basic musical skills on the basis of a non-ET tuning would be a very complicated matter. In addition, ET is the only way in which one can (in theory) perform all intervals, chords, and tonalities in such a way that no particular coloring occurs at any given point. Whether one likes that or not, it is undeniable. So tuners and performers will, in many
